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Aim of the session

• To promote the value of play based strategies for 

enhancing ‘effective learning’ for our students 

and staff

An overview of what we’re going to cover

• Defining play (if that is possible)

• Exploring why play is such an important part of 

the learning journey  - throughout the lifespan

• What are we already doing?

• What could we do in the future?



Your starter for 10…

You have 3 

minutes to 

complete the 

following activity –

remember 

Mr Chips…

‘Say (or in this 

instance – write) 

what you see’



It’s all about relationships

Let’s play for five minutes



This is me 



So what is ‘play’

‘An important problem associated with trying 

to provide evidence for the development of 

play is that it is a difficult concept to define… 

without a definition, we have been unable to 

isolate play as a causal factor and it has 

been argued that previous studies have 

failed to show that it is specifically play 

(rather than any other experience) that is 

influencing children’s development’ 

(Howard and King 2015)



Using something we already do

We all play – when we dream, imagine, 

create, experiment, take risks, try something 

new. Every time we have to step outside the 

box – try something different – to reach a 

student, to solve a problem, to come-up with 

a new policy, we are playing with ideas. 

We cannot predict what will 

happen but we are open 

and accepting of how 

things might unfold.



Some examples of what we already do

• Sophie – Business L2 

Kahoot, Snakes and Ladders (revision game)

Word tennis and Naked Teaching Day (TES)

• Jenny – Business L1 and 2

Blockbusters on the SmartBoard

• Louise – English

Jigsaw activities, Matching games, role play

Throw the gonk (one who catches it has to speak)

• Sally – Art and Media (creative processes)

2nd year art and design students are currently using 

pre-existing objects (junk modelling) - one student is 

weaving with her shopping receipts 



The Teddy Murder Mystery

Mint Sauce         Big Ted          Furby             Nicholas   

Honey Bear      Monkey           Floppy           Mr Dog

Wol            Geoffrey

Using all the clues, 

can you identify your 

murderer from the 

suspects on this page

Who done it?



• Stephen – Science (last year in A level course)

Electro-magnetic induction – give magnets, coils 

and voltmeters and let students ‘play’ to explore 

‘cause and effect’

Magnets, compasses and iron filings – ‘play’ with 

the magnets to explore magnetic fields

Nuffield Approach – ‘Here’s the equipment, you 

fiddle [play] with it and tell us what you find out 

then we’ll tell you the theory’ 

Difficulties include it is time consuming and can 

lack focus – may not met the objectives

‘Vocational programmes are now too 

prescriptive and do not give enough time 

to enable exploration and curiosity’  



Making the abstract concrete

(play as theatre)

Good for 

embedding 

maths and 

English 



Exploring tricky concepts



Playful artefacts



Always up for a bit of theory



From the Early Years Foundation Stage

‘Practitioners teach children by ensuring challenging, 

playful opportunities across the prime and specific 

areas of learning and development. They foster the 

characteristics of effective early learning’ 
(Early Education 2012)



Play gives us permission to make 

mistakes

‘Play isn’t a waste 

of time. It delivers 

the same benefits 

for adults in higher 

education as it 

does for children…

Risk is removed, 

so learners can 

practise the skills 

they need to 

develop, without 

worrying about 

failure’.

(Walsh 2016)



Play for communication

Play is not an added extra 
but an integral tool in our 
communication toolkit. We 
sometimes call it creativity 
or lateral thinking or 
inventiveness. 

The difference between play 
and other tools in our toolkit 
is that it is not just about 
what we think about 
something but encompasses 
what we do, and what we 
feel. 



The importance of humour 

‘Humour … has considerable merit in 

providing a means of access to otherwise 

inaccessible territory. As well, its power to 

transform the moment is too vital to be 

ignored’ (Dean 2003). 



British humour

Playfulness in the form of banter between 

colleagues and between staff and patients is seen 

as a cultural necessity within the context of 

healthcare provision in the NHS (Payne 2002). 

Exemplified by an innovative scheme run by the 

Oxford University Hospitals NHS Trust, new 

nurses from overseas were offered ‘courses in 

colloquial English and lessons in what makes 

Britons laugh’ as part of their induction programme 

as many nurses failed to understand their patients 

‘quaint and curious colloquialisms’ and did not 

understand their humor (Payne 2002). 



“One of the most popular 

stories on TES at the moment 

relates to how to manage low-

level disruption. 

I believe that one of the least 

talked about aspects of 

classroom management is the 

use of humour. It's hugely 

underrated…

[There is]…plenty of research 

that suggests humour is the 

most effective mode of social 

control. So, what’s to stop it 

being one of the most effective 

forms of classroom control?” 

(Rogers 2016)

Humour as a means of control



However…

‘The criteria for recognising playfulness 

excludes behaviour in which the player is 

stressed or hurt by another. The unpleasant 

aspects of human ‘play’ can include teasing, 

bullying, shunning, as well as hurting and 

being hurt. Such behaviour lacks the 

positive, relaxed mood associated with play’

(Bateson 2014)



Promoting the use of personal hobbies

“I’ve always tried to 

bring my other hobbies 

and outside interests 

into the lecture theatre 

and research lab. For 

instance, I’m a huge fan 

of rock music, including 

– whisper it – heavy 

metal. There are deep 

and fundamental links 

between heavy metal 

and quantum physics” 

(Moriarty 2016)



The BIG UWL quiz

4 taxing rounds

1 minute for each round  

Choose your team… 4 players per team

Choose your team name

Enjoy



A B C

D E F

Name the London landmarks



General knowledge

1. How much does a first class stamp cost for a 

standard letter posted inland in England?  

2. When was the Battle of Hastings fought?

3. What does this chemical symbol Fe stand for?

4. Who’s theory includes ‘positive reinforcement’?

5. Who is the next Heir to the Throne in the UK?

6. Who won the FIFA World Cup in 2014?



1. What crisps would you be eating if they were sodium 

chloride and acetic acid flavour ? 

2. What are the nerve cells that carry electrical 

messages called? 

3. Where would you find cardiac muscle?

4. What do these figures relate to when linked to human 

bodily function – 120/80Hb

5. Roughly how long does it take for the Moon to 

complete one orbit around the Earth? 

6. How much would you weight on the Moon? 

Science (hurrah)



Commercial airliners

1 point for naming the type of  aeroplane

A

B
C



Great for embedding maths

Schema formation 



Pokémon Go 

Descriptive and inferential statistics



Social Learning Theory – Albert Bandura

Reciprocal 

determinism

Self–efficacy

Our thinking, 

behaviour and the 

environment are 

constantly interacting 

and changing the way 

we think and feel. 

What, how and where 

we do things are 

linked together and 

each will affect the 

other.

How an individual personally 

perceives and responds to 

differing situations. It links 

observational learning, 

social experience and 

reciprocal determination to 

define the individual’s own 

beliefs as to how well they 

can manage and succeed on 

any given task.

(Allen and Gordon 2011)



The role of the environment 



The ultimate college play den
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in this workshop
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